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Abstract 
This paper reviews non-workplace-based lifelong learning programmes designed for people ages fifty and older in the 
international arena from the perspective of adult learning. Mindful of the aging world population and prospects for rising 
numbers of seniors from age fifty to seventy-four years old and older seniors age seventy-five years and more, investment in 
activities and programmes that enable healthy aging is becoming a matter of great political, social and economic importance. The 
aim is to harness the potential of effective decision-making about the aging process, in order to maintain the functional abilities 
of people as they age as long as possible in the best conditions. Participation is a very important element in this process. The 
possibilities are vast; both volunteering and participation in physical, cognitive and social activities improve the quality of life, 
especially the educational and cultural projects that most developed countries have been developing since the late 1960s, 
although at different paces and with different ways of implementation, but with the same result in regard to improving 
opportunities for health and the quality of life. In light of these issues, the importance of bringing education to all people as a 
right, with particular emphasis on social groups with the greatest difficulties, is considered. 
© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Successful aging 
A number of different authors, but especially Rowe and Kahn (1999), highlight three essential components of the 
successful aging model: low risk of disease and disease-related disability, staying active and involved and 
maintaining high mental and physical functions. Successful aging is not only the presence or absence of disease or 
maintenance of functional abilities; the most complete concept combines these elements with an active engagement 
with life. The three components above share the following features: they encourage personal decision-making, 
environments and lifestyle; they diminish the importance of genetics; and they influence the risk factors that drive 
the appearance and development of disease. One of the main issues is seniors’ personal control over the decisions 
made about their quality of life. 
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2. Commitment and participation 
A number of studies highlight the importance of engaging in activities that have an impact on well-being. By way 
of example, Zedlewski and Butrica (2007) indicate that at older ages, being engaged in an organisation - either work 
or formal volunteer activities - significantly benefits  health and well-being. It also benefits the 
organisation, the people whom these organisations serve and the economy. Seniors who regularly work or do 
volunteer work are healthier and live longer thanks to these stimulating environments and having a purpose in life. 
Social networks are an important component of support and social integration and these, in turn, are very 
important components of the quality of life (Orte and Vives, 2006). As Swindell commented (2009), not only is the 
weakening of social ties caused by loss or relocation due to work or family reasons, it is also due to ways of life and 
co-existence today. His study compared the isolation rates of citizens in the United Kingdom between 1971 and 
2001 and reflected a significant rise in isolation and anomie or sense of alienation and lack of a purposeful life 
during the period under review. 
 
3. Lifelong learning, self-care and universities for seniors 
Engaging in lifelong learning activities has demonstrated significant personal and social benefits at all ages and 
education is still 
limited. Although lifelong learning can be engaged in with different purposes, older adults usually take part in it for 
reasons of personal development. We wish to highlight the non-vocational educational activities available to this 
group, i.e., education programmes for seniors, which in many places are known as Universities for the Third Age, 
although some have changed their names since their inception. This article focuses on Europe; however, with more 
or less the same objectives, characteristics and target population, these programmes were initially launched in New 
York City in 1962 as Institutes of Learning in Retirement (ILRs) under the auspices of the Social Research School. 
They are now called Institutes for Lifelong Learning (ILLS), mainly in the U.S. and Canada. Many of these 
institutes are linked to universities and taught on campus, with students having the option of using 
other facilities. Other institutes are not linked to universities; they operate more autonomously on the basis of 
information sharing and self-help and have a strong volunteer and organisational component. They use different 
nomenclatures, in many cases, the name of the institution that supports them. This is the case, e.g., of the more than 
120 Osher Lifelong Learning Institutes (Ollis) on different US campuses, which are sponsored by the Bernard Osher 
Foundation, a philanthropic organisation based in San Francisco. These Institutes offer a varied range of courses and 
are connected and supported by the universities that offer programmes for adults 50 years old and older. 
 
In Europe, two models for senior universities have had the greatest impact. Although they were born more than a 
decade after the ILRs, both their impact and spread across Europe and elsewhere have taken place very quickly, 
unlike the American ILRs, which evolved more slowly. The French model (U ) and 
British model (The University of The Third Age, U3A) were launched and developed differently, but have many 
elements in common, primarily the goal of enabling seniors to participate in lifelong learning. Even their initials are 
also interchangeable at present, although in their infancy they may have been a mark of distinction between the two 
models. 
 
The best-known, most influential model of senior university is the UTA initiated and developed on the basis of a 
s at the University of 
Toulouse. Its first sessions were held on the university campus in 1972 in the shape of weekly lectures on a topic of 
great interest to students, discussion groups, seminars and recreational activities and it 
continuing with and expanding these activities, 
planning began in 1973 for what would become the first Third Age University in Toulouse, a year-long programme 
of educational and cultural activities, given throughout a week (Morris, 1984, Huang, Chin-Shan, 2006). The first 
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UTA created was linked to the university in terms of location, the faculty and the attention paid to the quality of the 
contents covered. Of particular relevance was the format used, which largely encompassed activities based on the 
s and active and participatory learning and teaching, combined with recreational activities. This 
formula was significantly expanded in France and many other countries. Although there is no one single format at 
the organisational level, most UTAs are independent, autonomous entities linked to universities in one way or 
another and also to local or national social welfare departments. They are also members of associations such as the 
 or the international organisation AIUTA 
(Association Internationale des U T ge) , which has also contributed significantly to their 
substantial expansion. 
 
in the older senior universities in France, although it differs as regards 
organisational features, economic dependency and even political and administrative aspects. This is most likely due 
to the training and career of its founder, Peter Laslett, a historian and prominent member of Trinity College in 
Cambridge and an advocate of the movement to expand educational access for all, which inspired the creation in 
1969 of the Open University and in 1982 of the University of Third Age (U3A), an educational movement for 
seniors at retirement age. Thus, the first project for third age universities in the United Kingdom was born in 
Cambridge in 1982 . Seniors are the active centre of this project from the perspective of teaching and learning and 
teachers and students play an active role. Students choose the topics they wish to study, the organisation and 
financing and the teacher. The format is interactive and offers academic, social, sport and recreational activities. The 
programmes operate independently without financial support from the state and are developed in different places 
and spaces in the community. Since its inception, this project has also been expanded in the UK and other countries. 
The fact that there is a national representative body in the United Kingdom (The Third Age Trust U3A)** with its 
links to international associations such as the AIUTA itself have probably contributed to this. 
 
lassrooms such as the Spanish Confederation of Senior Classrooms 
(CEATE in Spanish) are organised and federated , other educational projects known as University Programmes for 
Seniors have been created by the universities themselves. They have been very successful and spread throughout the 
Spanish university system since their birth in the mid-1990's. Although all these programmes are unique and 
characteristic of their own universities, they receive financial support from their local and/or regional governments. 
In this case, they are organised as part of the State Association of University Programmes for Seniors (AEPUM) . 
There are other forms of senior education in Europe that combine various educational options, such as the part-time 
intergenerational programmes with regular students in Austria, Germany and Belgium, among other countries; in 
Germany, Scotland and Poland, these programmes combine activities for seniors with a part-time intergenerational 
component that includes regular students. In short, these projects are adapted to the idiosyncrasies of the countries in 
which they are developed. 
 
4. European initiatives to improve skills and prevent social exclusion 
Special mention should be made of the Grundtvig  programme, which is one of the European Commission  
initiatives for lifelong learning programmes. The Grundtvig programme was launched in 2000 and aims to help 








 http://ec.europa.eu/education/programmes/llp/grundtvig/index_en.html  
4596   Carmen Orte and Martí X. March /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  46 ( 2012 )  4593 – 4597 
education actions for adults at risk of social exclusion and seniors, in order to enable them to access new learning 
opportunities. 
 
These measures were 
*** (Brussels, January 2010). They contain several relevant aspects related to 
the difficulties accessing learning poses to some of the most marginal social groups, including seniors, whom the 
Grundtvig programme targets. The following difficulties were highlighted in the data provided by one of the work 
groups on adult education for older citizens in reference to education and aging in Europe: 
 
-The 15% decline in the number of young Europeans under 24 years of age. 
-The doubling of the current dependency ratios in the 27 EU countries by 2060. 
-The decline in the proportion of working age people (15-64 years) with respect to the number of people 65 years 
of age and older: from 4 to 1 to 2 to 1 by 2060. 
-The average age of 47.9 of European citizens in 2060. 
-The decline in participation in education and training as age increases (14% in 2003 in the 25-29 age group and 
4% in the 55-65 age group). 
-40.4% of people 55-64 years old in the 27 EU countries have no qualifications higher than secondary education. 
In 9 countries, this figure rises to over 50%. For those over 65 years old, the percentage is 62% and in 6 countries, it 
is 80%. 
 
In keeping with these data, the European Commission has published various documents (which were entitled It 
is never too late to learn  in 2006 and 2007, respectively) that highlight the 
importance as a target group of the most disadvantaged groups who are furthest from the possibilities lifelong 
learning offers. 
 
5. The future of lifelong learning for seniors 
In line with the points made, the future is approached from several points of view. It is important: 1) to continue 
to develop and spread lifelong learning ICT programmes or include ICTs in programmes - as do most continuing 
education programmes for adults  in order to make them easy and accessible and allow seniors to discover the 
advantages of their use, 2) to seek solutions for delivering lifelong learning programmes to seniors who cannot 
travel for related to geography, health or family, etc.. In this regard, at the initiative of a U3A group, the Australian 
Government founded the first online U3A as a UN project in 1999; it uses the U3A classroom  self-help model (the 
courses are taught and administrated by volunteers). Since 2002, Griffith University in Brisbane has been supporting 
the programme through the University's own platforms (Swindell, 2002). Other online exchange projects between 
different U3As in the world have also been developed; one of them - the WorldU3A  - was formed as an 
international group with technological services 
and international projects with common goals and organises international online events. 
 
Making lifelong learning programmes available to all seniors requires understanding that learning is a right. From 
thereon in, it is possible to conceive and develop creative and innovative initiatives that provide seniors access to the 
benefits of education under any circumstances. A very interesting experience in this line is now being carried out in 
residential homes for seniors (Aldridge, 2009), so that people living in care facilities who usually have no access to 
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The possibilities of developing new lifelong learning projects are very broad-ranging and it is important to take 
peculiarities and interests, as well as the formats that may be acceptable for disseminating 
and implementing programmes under any circumstances. Lifelong learning is a strategy that provides many benefits 
to health and the quality of life and should therefore be a strategy of choices in age-related policies. Aging is not a 
disease, but it may be like one; deterioration may be accelerated or slowed - we have already discussed the 
importance of seniors taking control of their own lives through decisions that allow them to choose more effective 
behaviours in relation to maintaining health and preventing disease. 
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